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Years ago in my former church, the preacher was just beginning his sermon, barely out on the homiletical runway when suddenly a man burst through the main door to the sanctuary. He looked disheveled and agitated, and he began shouting as he walked down the center aisle. The preacher stopped in mid-sentence, and the congregation got very still as the man yelled, “Repent, all of you! Judgment Day is coming! Get right with God! The end is near! It’s time to be saved!” 
 
No one quite knew what to do. But two brave ushers came down the aisle. One of them put his arm around the agitated man. He calmed down and then walked back down the center aisle and out the door.
 
No one remembers the sermon the minister preached that day, but everyone remembers the stranger’s dramatic visit.
 
The same thing happened to Jesus one day. He was teaching in the synagogue at Capernaum when a man started shouting. He cried out, “Jesus, we know who you are. Have you come to destroy us?” He was agitated, distraught. Jesus sensed that he was troubled, that he had what they called “an unclean spirit,” so he turned to him and said, “Be silent. Come out of him.” The unclean spirit came out of him, and the man was calm, restored to sanity. The people were amazed at the authority and power of Jesus.
 
We don’t know exactly what the “unclean spirit” was, but we can surmise that it was some emotional turmoil, mental illness or some episode of anguish and distress. Maybe he had just lost his job or got news of some tragedy in his family. Whatever was going on, he came to church with a disturbed spirit inside him. And when he got in the presence of Jesus, he was released. The unclean spirit was wrenched out of him. He was healed. He became calm.
 
We too have our distressing days when our spirit is troubled, when we face inner turmoil. We may even be afflicted with what the children’s story calls “a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day.” When the unclean spirit takes over, what can we learn from Jesus? What clues do we find in this story to help us?
 
The first thing we see is that the man showed up. He had heard about Jesus, and he came to spend time in his presence, to be in relationship with Jesus. We’ve said here before that the first major step is to show up. Ninety percent of the task is showing up. We may not make a dramatic entrance or yell out in church, but we show up, bringing our distresses, pain and anguish with us.
 
The next thing Jesus did was to say, “Be silent.” We might have said, “Hush, shut up, be quiet.” But in our text Jesus says, “Be silent.” The choice of words is not accidental. From his own prayer life, Jesus knew that silence was essential; he knew that silence is the gateway to calming our confusion.
 
We have too little silence in our lives. We are surrounded by noise and busyness. Distractions keep us away from silence, and they are all around us: TV, CD’s, videos, computers, movies, e-mail, telephones, cell phones, car phones, pagers, and more gadgets on the way. We have too many distraction, too much noise and too little silence. 
 
Without silence we cannot listen. Without listening, we cannot learn. Jesus knows that we cannot restore our balance, our sanity, without silence. One writer defined silence as “listening to God.” Mother Teresa said, “God is the friend of silence.” In the silence God comes to us. In the silence we experience God’s presence and receive God’s forgiveness. In the silence we can know God’s healing.
 
“Be silent. Come out of him.” Through the silence, the unclean spirit was released, expelled. The man became calm. He found peace.
 
When the people in the synagogue that day saw what happened, they were amazed. They saw Jesus’ authority. 
They were in awe. They said, “Even the unclean spirits obey him.”
 
We too bring our agitated spirit to church. We bring our distresses, our bad moods, our “attitude,” our pain and grief, our troubled spirit. First we show up. In our own way, we cry out for help. We confess our condition. Sometimes it may be a muted shout. Or we may be crying out inside. And we hear Jesus’ words, “Be silent. Come out of her. Come out of him.” 
And through this process we restored. We become calm, centered, at peace.
 
The story doesn’t stop with the man being healed of his unclean spirit. And the story doesn’t stop with our being calmed from our distresses. Jesus also sends out his disciples to bring healing to others. Jesus commissions them. Matthew’s gospel says, he “gave them authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out.” (Matthew 10:1)
 
We are Jesus’ disciples. He continues to call to us. We now are the ones sent out by Jesus to continue his healing ministry. We are called to cast out unclean spirits.
 
In the winter 2002 issue of “Baptist Peacemaker,” George Williamson writes that in our country now, we are dealing with a distressing unclean spirit. It’s a spirit of terror, hate, and preemptive violence. It has possessed leaders and our nation. The symbol of that hatred is not Osama bin Laden, but “Saddam Hussein.” Mr. Hussein is certainly no angel. He has done some terrible things in his country. 
But we have now demonized him. Call him “evil,” and call us “good.” Then we can feel justified in “taking him out.”
 
But this war is dangerous and ill-advised. If we attack Iraq, we will bring untold hatred and increased terrorism. Will we feel any safer? Probably not. This war will cost as much as 200 billion dollars, which is sinful when we are have desperate needs for jobs and aid for the poor at home and in Iraq. 
 
The unclean spirit has possessed us. It is now the responsibility of Jesus’ disciples to cast out this unclean spirit. We must use the spiritual weapons Jesus gave us---prayer, silence, love and compassion---to cast out this unclean spirit of terror and aggression. We follow Jesus, who called us to non-violence. “Blessed are the peacemakers,” he said. Through our prayers and letters to Washington and peace vigils, we are called to expel the unclean spirit. “Be silent. Come out of him. Come out of us.”
 
We now have a chance to restore our people to sanity. In the name of Jesus, let us find our way back to God’s compassion, love and peace.
 
May the peace of Christ be with us all. Amen.
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